In 2004, after a miserable middle school experience during which he was beaten up by students and not infrequently removed from class by teachers, Fukui began high school at Stuyvesant-the elite New York City exam admissions school-hopeful that things would improve. They didn't. Or at least, not enough. As Fukui has explained, he discovered that his problem was less with an individual school than it was with the institutional nature of public schooling itself. Despite his considerable academic gifts and intellectual curiosity, Fukui neither enjoyed nor excelled in the classroom. Rejecting his teachers' assertions that certain books (Robinson Crusoe) or subjects (pre-calculus) were important, Fukui rebelled against the monotony of homework assignments, freedom-restricting rules, and a daily routine that stifled creativity and thwarted individuality.
During class, Fukui began scribbling notes in the margins of homework assignments as he tuned out "boring" lectures and class discussions. Whenever a teacher said or did something that particularly "ticked him off"-announcing, for example, that students must turn in their test papers immediately, instead of at the end of class as expected-Fukui meticulously recorded the event. These field notes became the germs of Truancy, his 429-page debut novel about a group of Truants engaged in guerilla warfare to overthrow the Educators, men who control both the schools and the City in a dystopian world resembling contemporary Manhattan. The interactions between teachers and students depicted in the novel, Fukui readily admits, are largely based on his own experiences. (The water-torture scene? Written, Fukui reported, "after a particularly miserable day at school.")
Truancy was composed at break-neck speed. During the summer following his freshman year in high school, Fukui wrote a chapter a day on his brother's laptop computer, completing the manuscript in a month. "Back then I had no idea where I was going," Fukui told me. But he found the writing process both enjoyable and empowering. In the fictional world he created, this fifteen-year-old author could speak out about the hypocrisies he saw in the American school system: federally mandated testing policies that ensured little curricular space for higher-order thinking or creative development; Zero Tolerance policies that increased rather than diminished school violence and made students feel like prisoners in their own schools. Most of all, he had an opportunity to process the anger and frustrations he felt toward both teachers and tyrannical peers.
As Fukui typed away his summer vacation, refusing meals and sleeping erratically, his parents started to wonder what so engrossed him; the next thing Fukui knew, he discovered his father hastily concealing the laptop containing his manuscript. Nobu Fukui, a prominent New York artist, recognized the book's potential and, without his son's knowledge, passed it on to a friend with a literary agent. The teenage Fukui began working with an editor and the book sold, first in Europe, then in the States. By his senior year of high school, Fukui was not only conducting interviews for major news outlets, but had also earned enough through advances and foreign royalties to pay his way through college. After he got in, that was.
Like Nobu, Fukui's father, I first discovered Truancy on a laptop. Two years ago, shortly after I joined the English Department at the University of South Carolina, I began constructing a syllabus for the Adolescent Literature course I was assigned to teach. Having settled on a selection of classic Young Adult texts for the first unit, I began researching recently-released adolescent books to complement these. I was seeking books that startled, novels that through their subject, language, and form asked penetrating questions about what it meant to be human-and more specifically, an adolescent-in today's world.
I came across Fukui's NPR interviews in a Google search and was astonished by the author's ability to articulate his frustrations with the public school system in a manner that forced adults to take him seriously. I immediately thought of S. E. Hinton. In 1967, at the age of seventeen, she had published The Outsiders, a novel now widely credited as launching the YA genre. Was Fukui starting a similar revolution, I wondered? I immediately ordered a copy of his book.
When Truancy arrived in the mail, I read it straight through. I soon found myself talking about the novel to everyone I came in contact with: my neighbor, who taught middle school science; my mother, a retired kindergarten teacher; my younger cousin, a disaffected high school student; my colleagues, professors, and graduate students of English, history, and education. Several ordered copies for themselves, and the conversation continued.
Could I teach this book, I wondered? What would my Carolina students-many preparing to be middle or high school teachers and deeply committed to public education-think of Fukui's message? Would they be offended by his depiction of sadistic teachers? Horrified by the violence students commit in the story? I had laughed out loud at Fukui's depiction of the over-eager student of the New York City prep school variety; would my South Carolina students be able to relate to the landscape-both physical and emotional-that the New York teen had captured?
As I pondered, I began searching back issues of the New York Times in an attempt to contextualize Fukui's critique and the urban world in which he was raised. How was this young author affected by Columbine? By 9/11, the Patriot Act, and the war in Afghanistan? By public debates about the appropriateness of torture as a political weapon? How had Fukui's educational experiences been colored by No Child Left Behind? Did he know about the United Nations' increased attention to the Rights of the Child? Had he studied the student protest movements of the 1960s? Adolescent angst might be universal, student frustration with school timeless, but this novel, it seemed to me, spoke poignantly to our contemporary moment.
As I read, I marveled at the "modernity" of Fukui's novel-the way multicultural characters were a given, girls fought alongside boys in hand-to-hand combat, and cinematic forms merged with ceramic swords that harkened back to medieval codes of knighthood. The book reads like a videogame, even as the carefully crafted language of certain passages make clear that the young author is an aspiring intellectual, a teenager who values ideas and isn't afraid to ask the big questions.
I decided to teach the book. After I read Truancy with my Adolescent Literature class in the fall of 2008, I discovered students talking about the novel every time I walked into the classroom. This year, I invited Isamu Fukui to campus. As my students are quick to point out, there are both gains and losses when a novel is the product of a fifteen-year-old's imagination and sixteen-year-old's editing skills. But it is impossible not to recognize Fukui's tremendous accomplishment. And his audacity. We have heard innumerable critiques of No Child Left Behind and Zero Tolerance over the past few years. Fukui, however, has done something about it. Too young to vote, too level-headed to drop out of school, he wrote a book that forces adults to sit up and listen. your enemy might view you completely differently than you expect. That realization I actually got from a videogame ("Tales of Phantasia") when I was very young.
TAR: Have you tried writing video games?
IF: That's how I started writing-fanfiction. It levels the playing field because no one knows how old you are. So if they tell you something is good, you know it's good. IF: First of all, I can imagine a system that works. I think our colleges work very well. Our higher education institutions are the best in the world. But American high schools are really a joke. My experience in college has been so much, much better than high school. Some of it is actually very simple. In college, you're treated as an adult, a young adult, but an adult. People treat you with respect. There's mutual respect going on. In high school, teachers don't respect students and students don't respect teachers. Maybe it's cultural, or societal. Kids are treated as if it's natural that they are miscreants, so of course, they're going to behave that way. 
TAR: One of the really exciting aspects of
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